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Ansel Adams--artist, conservationist, writer and commercial photographer--was born in the Western Addition of San Francisco on February 20, 1902. 
Soon afterwards his family moved to a new house in Seacliff, with views of the then un-bridged Golden Gate passage between the Pacific Ocean and the 
bays of Oakland and San Francisco. From his room he could see the Marin Headlands and the Golden Gate to the north, and to the west, the old Chinese 
cemetery, what is now Lincoln Park. From the beginning his world was bordered and defined by the astounding natural beauty. 


His love for nature, however, did not at first seem likely to translate into a lifetime career. As a child he showed talent in music, and began what he called 
a “serious” study of piano at age 13. But while both music and photography satisfied his creative spirit, photography in the end won out, perhaps because 
of Adams’ equally intense passion for recording and preserving the pristine, intense beauty of the natural world. 


In April of 1916, at the age of 14, he was in bed with a bad cold when his aunt Mary, attempting to keep him occupied, brought him her copy of In the 
Heart of the Sierras, by J. M. Hutchings (1886). Enraptured with the images and descriptions of Yosemite, he demanded the family vacation, scheduled 
for summer but without a firm destination, must be to Yosemite! Upon arrival, he was overwhelmed by the light everywhere, by the booming, dazzling 
water, and all the details of nature that made up the immense, glorious whole. His parents gifted him a Kodak Box Brownie camera on that trip, and: “A 
new era,” Adams acknowledged in his autobiography, “had begun for me”. This seminal experience served as the root of his work capturing the 
landscape of the American West, now so iconic that it informs and defines the American perception of these vast vistas. It was in Yosemite that Adams’ 
interest in nature, discovery of photography, and creative spirit came together, and his love for the place never waned., as evidenced by one man’s 
experience: 


In the early 1960‘s, a real estate salesman for a development near what is now Rocklin, California, sat at his desk in the trailer that served as an office. 
“We had 12,000 acres, and then nothing was built, no models, nothing. That afternoon I saw a big dark car--I want to say a converted hearse--drive past 
my window and up the road toward the backcountry. I jumped in my own car and went out there. By the time I caught up the car had stopped and the 
elderly driver was unloading his gear, including his tent where he spent the night. Turned out it was the photographer the main office hired for our 
brochure, none other than Ansel Adams. We talked for maybe an hour; he was very congenial. Knowing his work, I asked what his favorite place to 
photograph was, and he declared, ‘Yosemite.’” 


And in Yosemite, Adams fell in love not only with landscape, conservation and photography, but also with the woman who became his wife, Virginia 
Best. The Best family owned a Yosemite gift shop, Best’s Studio. They had a piano where he could practice, and happily enough, a lovely daughter with 
a beautiful contralto voice, whom Adams often accompanied. Married in 1928 after a long courtship, they ran Best’s Studio until 1971. Today the shop 
remains in the hands of the family as the Ansel Adams Gallery. 


Adams’ new artistic focus developed quickly, alongside his passion for environmentalist pursuits. At seventeen he joined the Sierra Club, (established in 
1890 by naturalist John Muir to preserve the mountain range as well as champion the U.S. Parks system), and 1928 became the club’s official 
photographer. He had just published Parmelian Prints of the High Sierras, but had not yet truly established his unique stylistic voice. That would change 
when, in 1930, he met photographer Paul Strand, whose approach involved highly contrasted shades. Influenced by Strand’s work, in 1932 Adams co- 
founded “Group f/64”, named for its use of the smallest labeled aperture on most cameras, giving maximum detail and depth of field on most 8 X 10-in. 
lenses, a revolutionary landscape aesthetic which helped establish photography as a definitive art form. 


In 1940 Adams began developing his “Zone System”, a practice to control and maximize the tonal values, from pure black to white, in exposure, 
development, and printing. This system helped him determine the most effective exposure and development times to produce specific gradation in tones. 
These practices give his photographs the immense clarity and detail so widely appreciated. Partly due to his success in these areas, the next year he 
received the first of three Guggenheim grants for photographing U.S. national parks and monuments, known as the “Mural Project”. The theme of this 
project was nature as experienced in the U.S. National Parks. The photographs were intended to be enlarged into wall-sized pieces for the new 
Department of the Interior building. 


This series happily merged what Adams saw as the two “branches” of his photography: from “within” being his own creative personal work, when he felt 
at one with the camera and the landscape; and from “without”, his work for hire which was dictated by others but nonetheless paid the bills. And he 
literally combined the two--it was agreed that he would donate photos taken during the days for which he was paid to the Department of the Interior, but 
any photos taken on a “day off” would remain his property. Since he was not in the habit of keeping detailed records of dates, only of travel and 
expenses, this created dispute about several photographs. One, Moonrise, Hernandez, New Mexico, was finally dated by the position of the moon, and 
was determined to be a date for which he had not billed the Department of the Interior. It therefore belonged to Adams. 


However, the timing of the Mural Project was unfortunate. The advent of World War II meant the project would be abandoned, and never resumed. The 
National Archives Still Picture Branch holds 226 photos included in the Mural Project. These photographs include locations in Grand Canyon, Grand 
Teton, Kings Canyon, Mesa Verde, Rocky Mountain, Yellowstone, Carlsbad Caverns, Glacier, and Zion National Parks; Death Valley, Saguaro, and 
Canyon de Chelly National Monuments. Other pictures were taken at Boulder Dam; Acoma Pueblo, NM; San Idelfonso, NM; Taos Pueblo, NM; Tuba 
City, AZ; Walpi, AZ; and Owens Valley, CA. Unfortunately there is only one picture of Yosemite, as all the negatives of his Yosemite photographs were 
lost, and that one image was a gift from Adams in 1933 to Horace Albright, head of the Park Service. Adams also donated the photos of Kings Canyon, 
taken in 1936 as part of the proposal to create the park. 


Perhaps more than anything else, Ansel Adams’ work elevated photography to the category of fine art. Nowhere is this more clearly evident than in his 
images of the American West and the National Parks. So significant is his legacy that in 1980 Jimmy Carter awarded him the Presidential Medal of 
Freedom, the highest of civilian honors. 


Adams died on April 22, 1984, of heart disease, in Monterey, California. He has since been honored with many posthumous awards and 
acknowledgements, including the renaming of the Minarets Wilderness and nearby mountain for him. He remains one of the most well-known and well- 
loved visual artists of our time. 


National Park Service Photographs 


Mural Project 


In 1941, Ansel Adams was employed by the U.S. Department of the interior to photograph the National Parks in the Western United States. The 
photographs would be part of a ‘Mural Project’ for the Interior Department’s new museum in Washington, D.C.. 

The Interior’s mural project would allow Adams to travel and photograph the National Parks at the government’s expense. Within a year, Adams had 
completed 225 signed exhibition prints. Unfortunately, the beginning of WWII would put a stop to the project. The negatives were filed away and not 
presented to the public until they were reproduced in a book in 1989. 

The series was taken at Grand Canyon, Grand Teton, Kings Canyon, Mesa Verde, Rocky Mountain, Yellowstone, Yosemite, Carlsbad Caverns, Glacier, 
and Zion National Parks; Death Valley, Saguaro, and Canyon de Chelly National Monuments. Other pictures were taken at Boulder Dam; Acoma Pueblo, 
NM; San Idelfonso, NM; Taos Pueblo, NM; Tuba City, AZ; Walpi, AZ; and Owens Valley, CA. Many of the latter locations show Navajo and Pueblo 
Indians, their homes and activities. 

The Kings Canyon photographs were taken in 1936 when the establishment of the park was being proposed. These prints were added by Adams to the 
mural project. The one photograph of Yosemite was a gift from Adams to the head of the Park Service, Horace Albright, in 1933. 


Acoma Pueblo, New Mexico, United States 


Acoma Pueblo, full side view of adobe house with water in foreground 


Acoma Pueblo, looking across street toward houses 


Acoma Pueblo, New Mexico, full side view of adobe house with water in foreground 


Acoma Pueblo, side view of adobe house with water in foreground 


Church, Acoma Pueblo, corner view showing mostly left wall 


Church, Acoma Pueblo, side wall and tower with cross 


Boulder Dam, Colorado River, United States 


Boulder Dam Power Unit, 1941, electrical wires of power unit 


Ny, 


ay 


! AY a g 

a aay, fos ia Z| 
ty (ul! NN A> 

bn poy wala 

AW WAS NN et 


YANO 


Boulder Dam Power Units, 1941, vertical, looking up at wires 
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Boulder Dam, 1941, close-up of transmission lines on side of cliff 


Boulder Dam, 1941, close-up of transmission lines 


Boulder Dam, 1941, looking across water to dam 


Boulder Dam, 1941, looking down river toward dam 


Boulder Dam, 1941, looking over top of dam, transmission wire on left, mountains in background 
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Boulder Dam, 1941, vertical of side of cliff with transmission lines above, river to left 


Boulder Dam, 1942, vertical close-up of section of the dam 
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Transmission lines in Mojave Desert, 1941 
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Canyon De Chelly, Arizona, United States 


Canyon de Chelly, panorama of valley from mountain 


Canyon de Chelly, vertical panorama from river valley 
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Carlsbad Caverns National Park, New Mexico, United States 


Elevator House, closer in 


Elevator House, distant view 
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Formation along trail in the Big Room, near the Temple of the Sun 


the Queen's Chambers, at the entrance 
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Formations, detail, format 


Formations above Green Lake, Large stalagmite with draped stalactite above it 


Formations along the wall of the Big Room, near Crystal Spring Home 


fet Att By Ta 


Formations and Pool, large drapery formation known as the Guillatine, and the pool in the King's Palace 


Formations in the Big Room near the Temple of the Sun, detail 


Formations, a few of many natural formations at Carlsbad Caverns 


Formations, along trail in the Big Room, beyond the Temple of the Sun 
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Formations, stalagmites in the Queen's Chambers 


Giant Domes 


In the Queen's Chamber, stalagmites and stalactites 


Large Formation at the Hall of Giants in Carlsbad Cavern, path and rock formations, man on path 


Large formations or dome in the Hall of the Giants or Big Room 
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Large Stalactite Formation in the Kings Palace, illuminated stalactite, man on right 
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Large stalagmite and stalactite formations in the King's Chamber, detail 
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Onyx drapes in the Papoose Room 


Stalactite formations in the Queen's Chamber, detail 


Stalactite formations near entrance to the Queen's Chamber, detail 


The Chinese Pagoda, Big Room, detail 


The Giant Domes in the interior of Carlsbad Cavern 
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The Giant Domes, largest stalagmite thus far discovered. It is 16 feet in diameter. Hall of Giants, Big Room 
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The Giant Domes, largest stalagmite thus far discovered. It is 16 feet in diameter. Hall of Giants, Big Room 
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The Giant Domes, largest stalagmite thus far discovered. It is 16 feet in diameter. Hall of Giants, Big Room 
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The large stalagmite formations and the onyx drapes above it, in the Kings Palace 


The Rock of Ages in the Big Room, two people in background 
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The Rock of Ages, Big Room, rock information with women, dark background 
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Death Valley National Monument, New Mexico and California, United States 


Death Valley National Monument, looking across desert toward mountains 


Near Death Valley National Monument, more distant view of mountains, desert, shrubs highlighted in 
foreground 
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Near Death Valley, panorama of mountains 


Glacier National Park, Montana, United States 


Burned area, Glacier National Park, pine trees, snow covered mountains in background 


Evening, McDonald Lake, Glacier National Park, looking across lake to mountains and clouds 


Evening, McDonald Lake, Glacier National Park, looking across lake toward mountains 


From Going-to-the-Sun Chalet, Glacier National Park, close in view of mountain side 


From Logan Pass, Glacier National Park, looking across barren land to mountains 
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Going-to-the-Sun Mountain, Glacier National Park, full view of mountain 
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Heaven's Peak, dark foreground and clouds, mountains highlighted 


In Glacier National Park, close-up of ferns, from directly above 


In Glacier National Park, close-up of leaves, from directly above 
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In Glacier National Park, looking across forest to mountains and clouds 


In Glacier National Park, mountain partially covered with clouds 


In Glacier National Park 


In Glacier National Park, trees and bushes in foreground, mountains in background 


In Glacier National Park, valley, snow covered mountains in background 


In Glacier National Park, vertical, full view of snow covered mountain, including area below timberline 


Lichens, Glacier National Park, close-up 
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McDonald Lake, Glacier National Park, lake and mountains 


McDonald Lake, Glacier National Park, looking across lake 


St. Mary's Lake, Glacier National Park, looking across toward snow-capped mountains, lake in foreground 


St. Mary's Lake, Glacier National Park 


Two Medicine Lake, Glacier National Park, high, lone mountain peak, in foreground 


7 : 
x 


Grand Canyon National Park, Arizona, United States 


Grand Canyon from N. Rim, 1941, canyon in foreground, horizon, mountains and clouded sky 
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Grand Canyon from N. Rim, 1941, closer view of cliff formation 


Grand Canyon from N. Rim, 1941 


Grand Canyon from S. Rim, 1941, darkly shadowed canyon at left and center 


Grand Canyon from South Rim, 1941, vertical panorama with shadowed ravine 


Grand Canyon National Park (1) 


Grand Canyon National Park (2) 
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Grand Canyon National Park, broad panorama with detail of canyon, horizon, and mountains above 


Grand Canyon National Park, canyon and ravine 


Grand Canyon National Park, canyon edge, low horizon, clouded sky 


Grand Canyon National Park, canyon with ravine winding through center, high horizon 
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Grand Canyon National Park, close in panorama of curred cliff 


Grand Canyon National Park, close in panorama taken from opposite of cliff formation, high horizon 


Grand Canyon National Park, from Yava Pt, rock formations and valley 


Grand Canyon National Park, lighter shadows 


Grand Canyon National Park, similar to canyon and ravine photograph 


Grand Canyon National Park, panorama of rock formations 


Grand Canyon National Park, panorama with rock formation in foreground 


Grand Canyon National Park, panorama with rock formation, different angle 


Grand Canyon National Park, panorama with shrub detail in foreground 


Grand Canyon National Park, panorama, dark shadows in foreground and right framing cliffs at left and 
center 


Grand Canyon National Park, panorama, dark shadows to right, high horizon 
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Grand Canyon National Park, panorama, looking down 


Grand Canyon National Park, similar to canyon and ravine photograph 


Grand Canyon, from N. Rim 


Grand Teton National Park, Wyoming, United States 


Grand Teton, grassy valley, tree covered mountain side and snow covered peaks 


Grand Teton, hortizonal 


Grand Teton, vertical 


Grand Teton, view from river valley towards snow covered mountains, river in foreground from left to right 


In Grand Teton National Park, snow covered peak 


Jackson Lake in foreground, with Teton Range in background, view looking southwest from north end of 
the lake 


Mt. Moran and Jackson Lake from Signal Hill 


Mt. Moran, Teton National Park, view across river valley toward Mt. Moran 


Near Grand Teton National Park, roadway, low horizon mountains, clouded sky 


Tetons from Signal Mountain, valley, snow-capped mountains, low horizons 


The Tetons, Snake River 


Kings River Canyon, California, United States 


An Unnamed peak 


Bishop Pass 


Boaring River, Kings Region 


Center Peak, Center Basin 


Clouds, White Pass 


Colosseum Mountain 


Fin Dome 


From Windy Point, Middle Fork, Kings River 


From Windy Point 


Grand Sentinel 


Junction Peak 


Kearsage Pinnacles 
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Middle Fork at Kings River from S. Fork of Cartridge Creek 


Mt. Brewer 


Mt. Winchell 


North Dome, Kings River Canyon 


North Palisade from Windy Point, vertical 


North Palisades from Windy Point, vertical 


Owens Valley from Sawmill Pass 
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Paradise Valley 


Peak above Woody Lake 


Peak near Rac Lake 


Pinchot Pass, Mt. Wynne 


Rac Lake 


Rock and Cloud 


Mesa Verde National Park, Colorado, United States 


Cliff Palace, Mesa Verde National Park, section of house 


Cliff Palace, Mesa Verde National Park, vertical close-up 


Cliff Palace, Mesa Verde National Park, vertical of tower, taken from above 
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Cliff Palace 


Interior at Ruin Cliff Palace, Mesa Verde National Park, 1941 interior showing wall and window 
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Mesa Verde National Park, 1941 cliff dwellings 


Navajo Indians, Canyon de Chelly, Arizona, United States 


Navajo Girl, Canyon de Chelly, Arizona, 1941 


Navajo Woman and Child, Canyon de Chelly, Arizona 


Navajo Woman and Child, Canyon de Chelly, Arizona 


Navajo Woman and Infant, Canyon de Chelly, Arizona 


Owens Valley, California, United States 


Flock in Owens Valley, 1941, flock of sheep 


Flock in Owens Valley, California, 1941 


Rocky Mountain National Park, Colorado, United States 


In Rocky Mountain National Park, full view of barren mountain side with snow 
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In Rocky Mountain National Park, lake and trees in foreground, mountains and clouds in background 
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In Rocky Mountain National Park, mountain tops, low horizon, dramatic clouded sky 
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In Rocky Mountain National Park, mountain tops, low horizon, low hanging clouds 
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In Rocky Mountain National Park, mountain tops 


In Rocky Mountain National Park, panorama of hill with trees, clouded sky 
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In Rocky Mountain National Park, panorama with trees in foreground, barren mountains in background 
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In Rocky Mountain National Park, valley surrounded by mountains 
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In Rocky Mountain National Park, vertical panorama of snow-capped mountain timbered area below 
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In Rocky Mountain National Park, panorama of hills and mountains 
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Long's Peak from North, Rocky Mountain National Park, trees in foreground, snow covered mountain in 
background 


iv 


Long's Peak from Road. Rocky Mountain National Park, panorama of trees and snow-capped mountains. 
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Long's Peak, Rocky Mountain National Park, close in panorama, dark shadowed hills in foreground, 
mountains in background 
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Long's Peak, Rocky Mountain National Park, panorama of barren mountains with snow 
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Long's Peak, Rocky Mountain National Park, panorama of plateau, snow covered mountain in background 
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Moraine, Rocky Mountain National Park, rock formation 


Rocky Mountain National Park. Never Summer Range, panorama at timberline, dark foreground, light 
snow capped mountain, gray sky 
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Rocky Mountain National Park 


Saguaro National Monument, Arizona, United States 


In Saguaro National Monument, vertical full view of cactus and surrounding shrubs 


Saguaro National Monument, cactus at left and surroundings 


Saguaros, Saguaro National Monument, vertical full view of cactus with others surrounding 
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Saguaros, Saguaro National Monument, vertical of cactus and surrounding area 
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Saguaros, vertical, detail of cactus 


San Ildefonso Pueblo, New Mexico, United States 


At San Ildefonso Pueblo, New Mexico, 1942, two young girls sitting on steps 


Dance, San Ildefonso Pueblo, New Mexico, 1942, Indian descending wooden stairs with drum 


Dance, San Ildefonso Pueblo, New Mexico, 1942, two Indians descending wooden stairs, carrying drums 
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Dance, San Ildefonso Pueblo, New Mexico, 1942, two Indians in headdress ascending stairs to house 
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Dance, San Ildefonso Pueblo, New Mexico, Indians in headdress, male and female, descending stairs 
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Dance, San Ildefonso Pueblo, New Mexico, Indians in headdress, male descending stairs 
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Taos Pueblo, New Mexico, United States 


At Taos Pueblo, New Mexico 


Church, Taos Pueblo, New Mexico, 1941, full side view of entrance with gate to the right 


Church, Taos Pueblo, New Mexico, 1942, full front view of entrance 
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Taos Pueblo, New Mexico, 1941, full view of city, mountains in background 
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Tuba City, Arizona, United States 


Corn Field, Indian Farm near Tuba City, Arizona, in Rain, 1941, looking across rows of corn, cliff in 
background 
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Corn Field, Indian Farm near Tuba City, Arizona, in Rain, 1941 


Walpi, Arizona, United States 


Walpi, Arizona, 1941, full view of the city on top of mountain 


Walpi, Arizona, 1941, nearly identical, closer in 


Yellowstone National Park, Wyoming, United States 


Castle Geyser Coye, Yellowstone National Park 


Central Geyser Basin, Yellowstone National Park, vertical, stream winding back toward geyser 
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Firehold River, Yellowstone National Park 


Firehold River, Yellowstone National Park, river in foreground, trees behind 
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Fountain Geyser Pool, Yellowstone National Park, pool in foreground steaming, high horizon 
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Fountain Geyser Pool, Yellowstone National Park 


Fountain Geyser Pool, Yellowstone National Park 


Jupiter Terrace, Fountain Geyser Pool, Yellowstone National Park, from above 
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Jupiter Terrace, Fountain Geyser Pool, Yellowstone National Park 
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Mountains, N.E. Portion, Yellowstone National Park, stream at bottom, trees, snow on mountains 
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Old Faithful Geyser, Yellowstone National Park, erupting, against dark sky 


Old Faithful Geyser, Yellowstone National Park, taken at dusk dawn from various angles during eruption 
(1) 
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Old Faithful Geyser, Yellowstone National Park, taken at dusk dawn from various angles during eruption 
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Old Faithful Geyser, Yellowstone National Park, taken at dusk dawn from various angles during eruption 
(3) 
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Old Faithful Geyser, Yellowstone National Park, taken at dusk dawn from various angles during eruption 
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Old Faithful Geyser, Yellowstone National Park, taken at dusk dawn from various angles during eruption 
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Old Faithful Geyser, Yellowstone National Park, taken at dusk dawn from various angles during eruption 
(6) 
iv 


Old Faithful Geyser, Yellowstone National Park, taken at dusk dawn from various angles during eruption 
(7) 
iv 


Old Faithful, Yellowstone National Park, vertical 


Roaring Mountain, Yellowstone National Park, barren tree trunks rising from water in foreground, stream 
rising from mountains behind 
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Rocks at Silver Gate, Yellowstone National Park, boulder with hill in background 
a 


The Fishing Cone, Yellowstone Lake, Yellowstone National Park 


Yellowstone Falls 


Yellowstone Lake, Hot Springs Overflow, Yellowstone National Park 
iv 


Yellowstone Lake, Mt. Sheridan 


Yellowstone Lake, Yellowstone National Park, lake, narrow strip of mountains, low horizon 
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Yellowstone Lake, Yellowstone National Park, wider strip of mountains 


iv 


Yosemite, California, United States 


Half Dome, Apple Orchard, Yosemite, trees with snow on branches, April, 1933 
a 


Zion National Park, Utah, United States 


Court of the Patriarchs, Zion National Park 


In Zion National Park, vertical of rock formation, from below (1) 


In Zion National Park, vertical of rock formation, from below (2) 


Zion National Park, 1941, rock formation against dark sky 
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